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ABSTRACT . , 

In investigating educatlcnal gcali, academic 
perf orsance, a«*a4efflic self ^esteea, and educaticral attaicient, 
rMearchers should realize the importaEce ct the achccl environaent 
as wfell as inAividiial studen% char art eristics. 5© evaluate the 
siqnificance of schoipl effects, a project ^aa undertaken to ascertain 
wh? students in high status schools vera ler^ likely to aspire to go 
to college than .were sinilar students in schcols dr awing frcro lever 
status populations. Specif ically% three peripec tivea ^vere testedi 
school cllniafie, charatcteristlcs of peer assoeiatea, and proportions 
enrolled in farious curricula. Data veie dravn froia standardized t^t 
scores, student records, and a survey cf atude^ti, teachers, and 
princif^ls of 20 public, coeducational high sciccls in 196a and 1965. 
A statistical analysis vas performed ct 39 variabl^ea including 
student body ability conpositlon^ sex ccap^aiticn, status 
composition^ and academic valua^cllmate; and individual students 
social background, academic variables, subjective orientation to 
school, and peer characteristics, Findinga iiidicated that school 
^^variabi4ity ip statics composition vas slgBif icactly relative to most 
other school differences. The concjuelon is that because survey 
methodology current in school effects literatuEt is not sufficiently ^ 
refined to prpduce verifiable results, researchera shculd net jump to 
prematurely drawn firm conclusians regarding educational goals, 
(DB) .V 
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Jntroduotory 



Thi Center for Social O^^ganizatlon of j Schools has two to ry^^^ ^ 
to develop a scientific knowledge of f^w sfiKools affect' theiHstudehts^, 4nd^ tO^- . 
use tils knowledge to develop better school practices and orgafiizatioa-^ i^^i^VL 

The Center works through three progjp^^#cftfeve TWe j \ ; } 

Policy Studies in Sc^mi- Oes^gregation program applies the basic theoriea of - r . 
social organization of ^schools to study ^h^ internal conditie^s of dissfegregated / 
schools, the feasibility of alternative desegregation ^Jicies^i and the inter- ' 
delation of school desegregation with other equity issues such as hous^g and' 
J job desegregation, "^he School Organization program is currently concerned wijh * 
author ity-^^fol structures, task structures, reward systems, and peeii group 
processes in sithools. It has produced a large-scale study of the effects of 
open schools, has develnged the Teajns-Games-Tournament (TGT) instructional 
process for|teaching various subjects in elementary and secondary schools, and . ^ 
has produced a computerized system for school -wide attendance monitoring. The.. 
School Process and Career Development program is studying transitions from 
high school to post secondary institutions and the role of school ing . in the : \ 
development of career plans and the actualization of labor mar^ket outcomes* 

This' report, prepared by the School Organization Program, examines 
alternative formulations of the processes through which the status composition 
of the student body iiffects student aspirjations to attend college. , ' 
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:•«< ' STAjyl COMPOSITION AMD '.EDUCATIONAL' SQAtS:'' 

. ^ ^\ . ^N ATtEMPT^ AT CLARIFICATION ■ ' , 



1 V .The importance of educational resources and student body characteristics ^ 
, for a Variety. of cGgnitlve and non-cognH of schooling has long 

been a prpifiinent topic in research on school productivity. The social^ 
psychblogfcal literature on reference .groups and on their impQpWnce In the 
acquisition of \/alues and goal-orlentatidns in particular Ws drawn attention 
.to Qollective characteristrcs of the^ student body asj^stinguishing between 
types of educationil eq^ironTOnts (Bidwel iV 1972; /Hal U and Woelfel, 1972; 
Waejfel and Halter, 1971). 

■ . The substantial research 1 iterature^'nQW^available suggests that this 
emghasls on the student body is well-founded. /Some twenty years ago it was de 
strated that youth Iftending schools with a dispt^ortlonate enrollment of • 
^hlgh status students were more likely to intend to goHs college than would 
dthervOise be expected of them on the basis of their own status origins and 
academic perforfllance (Wilson, 1959). That students attending such schools 
are in fact advi^ged in this regard, as well as 1n numerous other respects 
relevant to their educational prospects, also has been demonstrated 



in a wealth of more recent research ^Alexander and Eckland, . 1 975; Alwin and 
Otto, 1977; Bain and Anderson,, 1974;^Boyle, 1966; Mauser, S^well and Alwin, ^ 
1976; Meyer, 1970; Nelson, 1972). The status attributes of the student body 
thus appear relevant not only to educational goals, but as well to academic 
self-esteem, academic performance and eventual level of educational attain- 
ment. Although additional dimensions of student body background also, have 
been found significant, especially ability levels, and the absolute importance 
of status composition for all educational outcomes invariably has been, qune 



modest; tl>e accumulated evidence for the relevance of status composition to 
schopl proauctivity' processes 1s most Impressive, ' "■ ' 

This is not to suggest that the ImpliGatlons of this evidence are self- 
evident or well -understood. While the methodology characteristic of research 
on student body composition has been -subject, ^tfl some criticism (Hauser, 1970; 
1971), a mor€ serious deficiency of this Uterature 1s its failure consistently 
to specify and evaluate the mechanisms by which status distinctions among'- 
schooJs actually are thought to limit or enhaffce school, outct^es . Early 
research either neglected a conceptual/ accoukting of its findings or, when 
such concerns were attended to; typy^ally assumed that status- distinctions 
were not significant in- their, own, right, but merely served as proxies for the op 
tionally more elusive concept of normative climate. That is, schools, as 
educational environment?, were thought to vary in "the extent to which 
intellectual and acacemic pursuits were highly valued In their local cultures, 
cultures which studerts, in turn. Were thought to Internalize. 



As ^aji|^ible as 
adequately evaluated 
however, the program 



such arguments might be, they can hardly be 
through studies of. student status attributes. Fortunately, 
of , research carried on by McDIll and his colleagues has 
undertaken to measure, schools'' nWiative environments directly. As a result 
of their efforts (McWill, Meyers and Rigsby, 1967; McDill and Rigsby, 1973; - 
McDill, Rigsby and M^ers, 1969), it\does appear that more academically 
Oriented normative c^mates somewhat ^nhance students' performance and coiregfr 
.plans and that, when-tiiese aspect| of, the normative climate are controlled. 



student status composition is vij^ually unrelated to. such outcomes. 

, Thes4 results do suggest that the value climate of the school may be 
more immediately relevant to school produatlvlty than the level of Its students' 



.status background. However, the normative explanation is not the only one that 
has been advanced to account for the seeminq importance* o'f status composition. 
The most prominent alternative to the value climate framework develops the.implica- 
tior^s of the school's status context for the quaTity and character of peer networks 
that are likely to emerge in^ different settings. Specifically, in high'status, 
rather than low status, school s. students are-more likely to establish friend- 
ships with high status classmates. Through well -documented processes of 
interpersonal influence (Duncan, Haller and Fortes, 1968; Haller and Butterworth, 
I960; Herriott, 1963; Kandel and Lesser,. 1969- SeweM , Haller and Ohlendorf, ' 
1970; Simpson, 1962), the enhanced likelihood in highstktus schools of 
entering into close relationships with high status students is thought to 
yield numerous educational benefits. For example, as both comparative 

reference groups (i.e., Kelley, 1952) and "definers" (i.e., normative reference' 

f 

groups^serving as sources of immediate interpersonal influence [Woelfel and 

Haller, 1971]), high status youth, through the higher educational goals they typically 

hold, should' serve to raise the average level of aspirations in such settings', even 

after, taking into account the i^mportance of individuals' own status backgrounds 

for. their plans. This perspective, first pursued byi Campbell and Alex^der in 

school effects research (1965), and subsequently supportpdin a number of iSiquiries 

(Alexander , and Eckland, 1975; Alwin and Otto,' 1977; Hauser, Sewell and Alwin, 

•J •* ' 

1976), thus posits the interpersonal m^iation of school status composition ' 

y • 

through networks-of assocfation. ' 

Although thera have been a few attempts to evaluate simultaneously the 
substantive importance of various dimensions of student ibody composi tion and 
alternative propositions regarding exactly how th^ir inf^luence is effected 
(Alexander, and Eckland; 1975; Alwin and Otto/ 1977; Hauser, Sewell and Alwin, 
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.1976), none of these fms contrasted tHe two perspectives on school status 
composition just/reviewed. More^erT^al though ttiese two are the most well» 
developed in tm literature, they hardly exhauM the reasonable possibilities 
that might advanced. In particular, existing speculation regarding the 
basis of sta^tus composition effects in school settings,, in Its preference for 
socjal-psychological mechanisms of transmission, has neglected other features 
of school organization and ^^aoN^ram development that might themselves be re- 
sponsive to the\status characteristics of the schoors clientele. In a 
related context, Kerckhoff (1976) has flrgued persuasively for greater attention 
to structural and organizational constraints in research on educational and 
xsocloeconomic attainments as a complement to the emphasis on s^1alizat1on 
and soclaNpsychologlcal processes that has been dominant in this literature. 
One such administrative practice which may be^ relevant In this regard is 
, the school's currlculum^organization. Recent research on the consequences of y 
secondary school curriculum placement has demonstrated that enrollment In a 
college track provides numerous educational advantages and increases access/to 
a broad range of academic -resources (Alexander, Cook and McDill, 1978; Alei;ander 
an^ McDIll, 1976; Heyns, 1974- Hauser, Sewell and Alwin, 1976; Rosenbaum, 1975), 
One consequence of track placement that may be especially relevant to our 
present concerns Is the tendency for college preparatory enrollment to in- - 
iprease or crystallize students' intentions to attend college. If the 
proportions enrolled in various curricula should vary systematically with 
the school's status composition, then it may well be that the higher educa- 
tional goals evidenced in high status schools are a function not of school-wide " 
normative climates or interpersonal relations In^such settings but of the qreater 
likelihood therein of enrolling in a college-bound track. Is there, thouqh, reas 



expect a school 's distribution .of students across curricula to be responsive 

to the school's statfis composition? If not, there 1s a' critical link missing 

in the line of argument |ust offered. Wb think differential enrontTieht does 

cTccur, however, and Iffer our reasoning next. , ^ _ 

In a provocative essay soijie years ago," James ^nint (1961) argued' that 

the school systems in high %tatus comiunlties, iii response to jtomrnuni ty 

preferences and pressures, should be especially oriented toward^the college 

preparation and place^nt of their charges. In pursuit of this mission, 

their administrative' pol icies and use of prevailing educational technology 

should be directed toward thb early identificltlon of those students deemed 

suited for college and to the nurturing of their prospects for such to the 

1;ullest extent possible. . * 

Parsons, in turn, in his. seminal statement on the social system of the 

classroom (1959), has correctly observed that the primary administrative 

mechanl^sm for affecting such selection and allocation is curriculum streaming. 

Such ^ing the case, college preparatory enrollment should be at a maximum in 

high status schools, and if tracking is In fact an effective device for 

achieving its intended" objectives, students so enrolled should reap its 

attendant academic benefits, incl uding. enhanced academic ambition. 

thus recognize yet a third possibility 'for why it is that st|yidents in 

high status schools are more likely to aspire to go to col lege^ thara their 

similarly able and socloeconomical ly situated counterparts in schools drawing 

from lower status populations. The pres&nt project atterrCts to identify 

%. "" -a " . - 

which of these three perspectives is most plausible by including measures of 
1 )^choo1 climate, 2) chafacteristics of peer associates, and 3) the proportion 
enrolled in various curricula in a school T^ev el analysis of the relationships 



between student status composition and a vaVlaty of educatidhar outcornes, 

^ ■ 
Mnclu^inf educational, goals. Simultaneous consideration of both the intrinsic 

. impontance of thes.e^actors and of their significance ir? mediating or 

accountimg for the dependency of educational goals on school status levels \^ 

should clarify the relevance of status composition for such goats: The*^con- 

ce^ptual framework evaluated in our analysis is presented schematically in 

Fi gure 1 , ' r - 

Figure 1 about here 

The model includes four school-level exogenous variables: ability 
composition, sex composition, status composition and academ'ic value climate. 
The first three are aggregated from the characteristics of the individual 
students attending the various sthools in our sample. According to the frame* 
work developed above, the relative importance of status composition and value 
climate and their differential consequencfis for intervening variables and 
the model's ultimate outcomes shduld be of particular interest. As inter- 
vening variables, we consider the percentage of students enrolled in a 
college preparatory track and a variety of aggregated characteristics of 
those students in the school who are identified by our sample respondents 
as their close friends. These include the average ability levels, status 
origins, and educational goals of peer associates. The first two of these 
differ from their counterpart exogenous measures in that they are computea 
only for named friends. Thus,, some students are omitted entirely from these 
calculations and others are included numerous times, once for each time they 
are named by some other respondent. The intent here Is to characterize the 

i 

academic "quality" of friendship patterns in school setti-ngs. Certainly these 
sTiould be dictated to a considerable extent by the kinds of students in 
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attendance, Ctut attendance patterns and the character of peer relations are ' 

. conceptuany di-sti'nct, and they may ber^so empirically as well. Finally, as 
outcome variables we examine the ■average level of educational- expectations, " 
the mean math achievement and the lev\l of intenectual orientation character- 
istic of the student bodies of our variors schools. A^aln, altliough-tC model 
considers multiple outcomes, our conceptiJal i^atlon focuses primarily Ln the 
school-level determinants of educational goals in an attempt to reconcile the 
alternative interpretations of status -Composition effects reviewed above. 

We belieVe this framework accurately sufmiarizes much of the available con- 
jecture regarding the importance of school status composition for educational 
attainment. It was hoped that formalization and assessment of these diverse 
propositions would clarify the bases for the status composition Influences 
demonstratSd time and again in the school effects literature. As will be 
observed shortly, however, our attempt to organize and eVluate extant themes 
seems to suggest more about the difficulty In comparing th^ries than it does 
about the reality those theories supposedly address. We shall return to this,, 

matter In some detail later in reviewing our results. 
I ■ 

As mentioned earlier, schools will be the unit of analysis in estimating, 
the model portrayed In Figure 1. The propositions regarding status composition 
effects, although not always recognized as such, actually pertain exclusively 
to differences between schools, and school-level data, therefore, are most 
pertinent to their assessmerit. Hauser (1971) and Alwin (1976) thoroughly 
review the rationale and procedures for evaluating school effects propositions 
on the between-school variance in a data matrix. 



f 



r8- 



AT'thQagh the schpol-level analysis Just discussed is our major interest 
in this report^ we also will rep^t t_^e wi thin-schoal relations relevant to 
this framework. Each school = level varlaWe in Figure U with the exception 
of school' clfraate, has a within-school , individual =l%vel counterpart; 
it^is of some general interest to consider how. corresponding school-level and 
individual-level relations tiiffer from one another. Are, for example, the 
mechanisms by which school status composition affects goal levels similar in mag- 
nitude to those relating individuals' status origins to^their own aspiratiois? Such 
questions can be addressed through estimating the w1 thin-school analogue. of ^ ■ 

the betwfien-school framework depicted in' Figured. Again, the distinctHDn ^ . 
between "within" and "between" schooUprocesses and the procedures for their " 
separate assessment are reviewed in several soifrces (ATw1n, 1976; Hauser, 1971), ' 

METHOD^^ ^ ^ 



Sampl e 



Our data are drawn from a ^survey conducted in twenty public, coeducational 
high schools in 1964 and 1965 (McDill and Rigsby, 1973), The schools were 
selecte#*in a purposive manner 'to maximize variation on educational and social 
climates, demographic and social characteristics, region qf the country, and 
educational outcomes such as college plahs and educational and occupational 
aspirations. Detailed information on the selection of the sample and its ^ 
characteristics Is presented in McDill and Rigsby (1973). 

Several types of data were collected 1n the survey: self-administered ' 
questionnaires from the students, teachers and principals of each school ; ^ 
information from student records such as grade-poi«i± averages^in English, " 
academic rank (available for seniors only) and absenQ^s; and scores on two 
standardizedtvacademic tests, one measuring aptitude for abstract reasoning ^ 



ERIC ' y ^ ' 
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(A^-and thi seqond fneasurir^g-achtevemertt in mathematics if 

Jhe.sample ,for the pfeseflf; ana lysi s cohsists of seni'ors whom all ,* 
relevant data were avai rab?e^' froni th,e iighteen schools which had' a twel fth' grade. 
Variable Measares 



K Social Background Varfablas / \ /' 

A, Father's Educatidin^ seven pre-coded respohsa categories, rangin'g fr6m 
'some grade school" to "attended graduate School or professional^chool 
after college/" jvere provided for-a sirrgle intern in the student qu?stion=' 
naire. ^ ^ ^ ' 

y.B. Mottierls^dueation: this measure is identical to that for father's > 
- education. \ " ' , ^ 

C. Number, of Bdoks in the Home- res-pondents were asked to' estimate the 

, number of volumes in thei r-+>effies, wi th five response option-, ranninn from ?!S 

If* 

or^-fewer^ to more than 500. 

D. Fathfer's Occupational Status: an item in the student questionnaire, 
'relating^to father's current occupation contained 1? response categories. 

These were collapsed'^ the following eight occupational categories, which 
correspond to the conventional census classification of occupational status- 
developed by Edwards (1943): unskilled, semi-skilled, skilled, clerical 
or sales, proprietor, managers or officials, technical, and professional. 
Preliminary analysis revealed that at the school=level these measures of 
Student=body status characteristics were too highly correlated to permit their 
separate use (ah zero-order correlations amonq the four were above 
.90). Conseguently, we decjded to compute a status composition index as the 
sum of the four indicators, to maximize comparability,, a simi-far scale is 
empjoyed in the individual-level analysis as well. 



' ^\ ' Se>^ is^'smployed m.the analysis as a' dummy variable, w44^ boy^ coded 
\ ■ . ' ■ . . - ^ i^.^ ■ - . ^.^ 

1 a^d girls 0. , ,■ . , " 

> ^ ■ - 

. Academic Variables ' - . ■ . ' , 

* ' * ■ ' ^ * '- ' 

A, Academic^^^^ptitud^: aptitude^ was, measured ilth a f(f teen = i tern/ mul ^ 
tipje choice test designed, to measure the ability "to determine ind'uctiv.gly 

• the logical relationships among patterns of diagrams I Dai' ley- and Shaycoft, 
1961:^0-2). .-The reliabijity estimates obtained for the senior boys and 
girls, using the,KR-20, are .6.34rand .654» respectively, which compare 
favorably with those reported in the Project Talent studies (Flanagan 
et al. , 1964). 

B, . Mathematics Achievement: a twenty-four\>tem,HTiul tiple choiqe test, 
deligned by Project Talent to measure achievement in mathematics through 
the ninth grade level, serves as a measure of academic achievement. 

The reliarility coefficients for senior males and females, at .890 and 

- - k 
.866, respectively, are modestly higher than those for the national s'ample.^ 

of students in the .Project Talent research. 

C, Curriculum: program of study is self-reported. ''College preparatory'' 
' enrollment (coded 1) is contrasted against all other types of progranis 

oded 0). ' 

Subjective Orientations to School and Schooling: Measures of two non- 
cognitive school outcomes were constructed from items in the student 
questionnaire. 

A, Educational Plans were obtained from an item asking if the respondent 
intended to attend college. Four levels of plans are represente3\i^n our. 
measure, c^% from four to one; 4) -yes, as a full-time student right after 
high schooT; 3) yes, but either as a part-time student or not right after 
high^school; 2) undecided; 1) no, never. 
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B. Iqtellectual^ Ofientatlons: this measure is a^slightly modified 

. version of tte '*intel leDtual -alphievernent'' scale used by McDill and Rigsby 
- ^ * ft 

(1973:41 ), The rtieas^ure- empl oyed here -is composed of the^oriqinal six 

items (whij:h tap students* aQader^j'c -interests'' and va] ues ) plus an item 
mea.suring the amount of time the student typically devo^ted to'homework. 
The summatedvscale, wKicr^otentially ranges from 8 to 24, has an es^mated 
reliability of .65. • - 

4. /School Climate ^ ^ \ ' ^ ^ 

Thirty-nine aggregatjy char|cterist^*cs of the schools, based on data 
from both student and teacher questionnaires, were factor analyzed using the 
principal component solution and brthogonally rotated to simple structure 
using'the Varimax method. These 39 global characteris^tics or variables = -al 1 
of which treat the respondent as an infor mant , not ^a respondent--are from the 
following sources. Twenty-three of the variables are from student 'question- 
naires and 16 from questionwires administered to teachers. Twenty-seven 
of the 39 .variables are scales adapted from the College Characteristics Index 
(Pace and Stern, 1958) and the High School Characteristics jQdex (Stern, 1963). 
The remaining iz variables are sijngle-item indicato^df school climate,^ with 
ten of them drawn from student questionnaires and t Jt f rom those administered 
to tefichers. " /"^ 

Six interpretable factors were extracted which summarize, with a relatively 
'high degree of precision, the information contained in the 39 variables. 
Estimates of factor scores were cpfnputed (Cooley and Lohnes, 1 962, p. 164) 
for the schools on each f actg ifc^rmi ttinq the result'^ of the factor analysis 
to be transformed into ^fs^es of six dimensions of school climate. Only school 
rankings on the first factor are used in the present analysis. This 
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dimension of schC3ol clfmate 1s aiY <^ r^ljcator of the qenaral support for achieve, 
nient and for iritel lectual ism in the school environment. Schools with ^ 
high positive factor ^cores on this con3tjuct can be described as havirig 
student bodies and faculti^'s which place a premium or) academic .^cel lence'. 
' Additional detail on the ^procedures for. measuring, school climate and the 
^^^arious dimensions obtained is available in McOiW and Rigsby (1 973). 
5, ' Peer Characteristics ^ • . 

Our model includes three different types of peer group influences. These 
measures of ''proximaf^te'' peer influences jire based on sociometric data obtained 
directly from the friends named by the respondent. Each student was asked to 
name the students of the same sex in schodl with whom he or she associated 
most ofteri. A maximum of four frien'ils was coded for eadh:.^ respondent , and 
relevant information on these peers was extracted for' the present analysis on 
f i rst of these named friends. 

Measures of friend's SES, academic aptitude and e^^ucational plans are 
used in this analysis. All are measured as described above for the respondents 
themselves. Thus, .we have extensive, and presumably accurate (at least more 
so than would be expected from respondent's reports of their friendjs 
attributes), information on the respondent's closest peer associate. 
Anajysis 

As mentioned earlier, we actually will be reporting results for two roughly 
parallel analyses, one at the school-level and the other for individual 
students. Thfe school level analysis is based on the school means for each of 
the variables described above. Thus, this phase of thec>report focuses ex- 
clusively on differences be^tween schools, with an effecjtive case base of 18. 
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The individual -level analysis is copducted on a wi thin=schooV data 
matrix that has been purged of the school-to-school differences repealed In 
the disparities across school means. Thus, we^formally decompose .the total 
variance in each of our variables into its between- and within-school com- 
ponents, aad analyze each component separately. Operationally, the matrix^V 
of within-school correlations is obtained by expressing each student's score 
on each variable as a deviation from hi|/her school's n^an value on that 
variable and then calculating covarianc4s on those deviation scores. Use 
of such a strategy ^requires that th| ANCOVA, cohdi tion of homogeneity of 
regression be satisfied. Earlier work with these same data suggests that 
while tWe, wi thin-school slopes are not strictly homogeneous, their fluctua- 
ttions^'e, for a^l practical purposes, erratic and safely ignored (Alexander 



ajad-W^Dill, 1976), Since the school climate variable has no wi thin-school 
variance, it is excluded from the ipdi vidual -^1 evel analysis. All other 
varja.t>les described above are represented at 'both levels of analysis 
. From these matrices of within- and between-school correlations, the 
parameters for the simple recursive system of equations implied in Figure 1 
are readily estimated throuqh ordinary lea^t squares regression: ? 

R€SULTS 

Since our interest focuses primarily on the between-schodl variance in 
educational inputs and outcomes, it will be instructive first to consider 
whether this ^is sufficjently large even to warrant serious consideratipn. 
The proportions of variance situated between schools in ttipse data are re- 



ported in Tabl^ 1 for, each of the variables in our substantive model. These 
span a considerable range, from a low of virtual ly 'zero for differences in ' 
the sex composition of schools to almost one-fourth of the variance in student 



status^^haracteristics. This pattern is quite consistent with tfiose observed 
in other datr sets; which similarly have found school variability in status 
composition to be large^ relative^to most other school differences (Alexander 
ani "Eckland,' 1974; Hauser, Sewell and Alwin, 1976; Heyns, 1974). The between 
school variances in the throe educational outcomes under consideration-^ 
Qolleqe plans, math achievement, ^and intellectual orienta^tidn^'-range^from 
six to thirteen percent , thejast pertairiing to educatioTial plans. Though 
these figures are modest, they nGvertheless are sufficiently large that achiev 
ing a bettor understanding of how^ school organization contritutes to bringing 
them about might have important practical, as well as theoretical value. 

Table 1 About Here 

Toward this end, ^^e next review the results for the model presented 
ear*4*ier. It will be recaTled that this framework incorporates three counter^ 
posed sets of ^ propoai tions regarding how school status composition is thought 
to impinge upon school productivity. These three perspectives, in turn, were 
distilled from the theoretical and empirical literatures in which they 
variously had been advanced. 

It was hoped ttiat by evaluating these propositions in a corTTiion analytic 
-frrmiwork, we might clarify precisely what it is about schools' status dif= 
ferehces that accounts for their seeming importance for students' educational 
plans and for other products of the schooling process. Unfortunately, however, 
our results do not provide any clarification. Nevertheless, we think it / 
instructive to consider in some detail the difficulties encountered in esti- 
mating the model developed in Figure 1. They are, we believe, of a quite 
general nature and likely to limit severely the degree of conceptual refinement 
that can be acconriodated satisfactorily in school effects research based on 
survey data. t 
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The matrix of between-school correlations used in estimating the regression 
equations implied .in Figure 1 is reported in Tablf 2. The essence of our 
problem should be readily apparent lipon even a cursory inspection of thege 

data. It is the plague of non-experimental research, excessive col 1 irrearity; 

\ 

in this instance, we fear, a terminal case- Ordinarily, in attemptirjg to 
deal with such i ntractabl e data, one might either attempt a selectiv^ weeding 
out of especially troublesome, but non-essential, variables; or, alternatively, 
combirte\ empirically indistinguishable' indicators so as to index better the 
underlyi/hg construct presumably cormion to them. Unfortunately^ nei ther is 
a vtafile option in this instance. The collinearity is'too strategically 
located theoretically to permit the deletion of variables without fundamentally 
altering the questions being posed and the culprits are quite clearly con- 
ceptually, if not empirically, distinct. 



Table Z^^About Here 

The two largest correlations should , make apparent the limits of our 
latitude. The statu^^mpbsi tion of the schoors studen^t body correlates ,99 
with the average status levels of named friends in these various settings. 
Additionally, the average educational plans of named friends correlates .98 
with the'. level of ambition characteristic of the student body a^, a whole 
These are, to say the least, substantia! figures. They imply, in the first in= 



stance, that two of our central independent variables are, for all practical 
purposes, one and the same, and, in the second, that the distinction between 
independent and dependent variables is difficult to maintain. This clearly 
is a most frustrating state of affairs, perhaps especially so because we fear 



7 - 



It accurately^reflects the reality we had hoped to make sense of, rather than 
some aberration of our data, f'^ 



A brief stocktaking regarding this last point iiiqht be in order, /he 
'^heor@tica-l distinctions between variables included in Figure 1 are culled 
directly from the expository literatures in which they were,, advanced , 
These are neither obscure nor marginal conceptual concerns. 
Rather, they represent th# core of sociological . thought regarding school 
environments.^ We have no reason to believe that'we have misconstrued or 
misrepresented that material and are confident of the tfieoretical heritage 
and distinctiveness of the explanatory constructs represented in our model. 
Moreover, we believe our measurement strategies to be of exceptional quality 
and framed at the level of analysis^appropriate to the conceptualization of 
the processes under. study. Thus, we doubt that deficiencies in either our 
statement of the theory or our procedures for assessing that theory account 
for the unwieldy pattern of correlations observed in our between school data 
matrix. Finally, although the schools in our sample are few in number and 
their representativeness of any clearly defined population is not demonstrable, 
we nevertheless have no reason to think. them especial ly unusual . Previous 
analyses of these same data generariy have been quite consistent in implication 
with^he literature to which they have contributed (Alexander and McDill, 1976; 
McDil.l and Rigsby, 1973), and the schools were purposely selected to reflect 
a broad range of school settings. Thus, givea that the possibilities just 
reviewed do not provide an explanation for these data, we conclude that our ' 
refinement of theory has outstripped -its potential for rigorous empirical 
assessment, at least with the methodology currently employed. This is a rather 
sobering realization, but we doubt that it is peculiar to the particular model 
that ft5>ced it upon us. 



The resjjl ts^ presented next, in Table 3, merely underscore this point./ 
The substantive ambiguities forecast in the conrelation matrix unfortunately 
are all too apparent in the regression estimates for the parameters of 
Fi gure . 1 . — 

Table 3 About Here ^ 
In genergl, the reduced form equations -for the intervening' measures (rows 
1=4) of peer characteristics and curriculum distribution each reveal pne 
sin^u^-'arly important exogenous influence, which in two (rows 3^an.d 4) of the 
four instances merely is the student body counterpart of thdV endogenous friends' 
attribute- From the pattern of correlations just reviewed, these resul ts'^mi ght 
as readily reflect the correspondenee of alternative froasures as any substatt^ively 
interesting social processes. 

The structural equations for the three outcom^ variables (rows 6, 8, and 10) 
are hardly more enlightening, despite their seemingly impressive explanatory 
power. Two of them (6 and 8) contain standardized parameter estimates in excess 
0^ 1^00 all exhibit large, offsetting influences^ that defy interpretation. 
J While one might be tempted to draw subs tant i vl^impl icat ions from the few seemingly 
.. reasonable results appearing ,in Table 3 (for example, the reduced form equation 
for educational plans, row 5), we think this ill-advised, for there can be^ 
little confidence in thei^integrity. Rather, when confronted with such a \ 
morass, the most forthright, if not comforting, eoursp likely is to recognize 
It for what it is, uninterpretable. 

We conclude, therefore, that with the data and procedures availablp to 
ys, the viability of the alternative hypotheses implied in Figure 1 regarding 
status composition effects cannot be established empirically. Thus, while 
the various propositions developed in our introduction are quite plausible, 
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and sofne ('or all) actually may be cqrrect and others "incorrect, this cannot be 
demonstrated adequately with the, survey methodology current^in the schodl 
effects literatureu If *such propositions are, as they appear to be, 
irrefutable through recourse to their correspondence wjj^ data^ m may have 
to be consent with far cruder, but v^ifiable, assessments of institutional 
impact than would be desirable theoreticdlly. One benefit from, the analysis 
however, is that^ we come to better appreciate t>ie limitp of our understanding. 
Elegant but unsubstantiated , conjecture deserves to be recognised as such; for 
this purpose, non-findings can be most instructive. 

Tables 4 and 5 About Herp 
/ 

Finally, for the benefit of interested readers we present, but do not 
discuss, the matrix of within-school correlations and the regression equations 
computed therefrom as the individual -level analague of the school-level analysis 
just reviewed. We originany had intended, to compare these results with those 
in Table 3, sut, circumstances 'being what they are, this no longer is so 
meaningful a concern. Actually, these results are not unlike those discussed 
in detail in a more elaborate within-school analysis of these same data 
reported elsewhere (Alexander and McDill, 1976). / 

DISCUSSION 

This obviously has become a most unusual research report, concluding, 
in essence, that the issues are not researchable as framed. Yet w/ don't 
think our framing of them is especially flawed. Quite th^ contrary, in 
fact, we believe our conceptualization and procedures to be rather, refined, 
and certainly not markedly inferior (if at all so) to other assessments of 
insti tutiondl impact in the school effects literature. 



We thTnkj) rather,- that our results i llustrate 'the difficulties likely to 
be encountered in interpreting complex schooNlev^l processes. Colllnearity 
typically is exaggerated in highly aggregated data (Blalock, 1964; Hannan, 1971). 
and this fact ma^ limit severely the degree of refinernent feasible itTlest- 
able theories of schobl impact. ^The questions we have posed are intriguing ' - 
and potentially quite important, yet our analysis can hardlyte said to have • 
ilkiminated them. We conclude, then, that the various propositions developed 
earlier regarding the basis for status composition effects all remain viable, ' 
and that their reconciliation remains elusive. * 
Such an inconclusive conclusion, however, is not without value. 
We have not learned that any ofthest plausible possibilities is clearly 
superior; hence, it becomes clear that we may have to live with a degree of 
uncertainty regarding the mechanisms by which school characteristics actually 
imping upon school productivity. Under circumstances such as these, in which 
creative thought and innovative perspectives are required, prematurely drawn ° 
firm conclusions could only mislead and not enlighten. Worse yet, they could 
create myths which we mistake for knowledge, a deception which serves no one's 
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Figure 1* 



Between -School Model of 'Status Composition Ihfluences 
1n School Productivity 
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^For convenience of presentation, variables at a given stage of the model hav 
been blocked. The model actually is fully recursive between blocks. Causal 
relations among variables within blocks are unanalyzed. 



2$ 



J 



/ 



Table 1. Percentages, of Varlancf Situated Between Schools fo> Variables 
. In the Model of Scho'dl Status Composition Effects 
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Table 2'. ■ Matrix; of /Betwien School CornilationSp and Associated Means and Standard Divlations, 
Model of Status Composition Influencis'tW^^ 
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'Tibli 3. iitween-SchooJ Anilj/ses of Status Composition Influencis in'Sdtiool, Productivity (fl=18)* 
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Table 4. 


Matrfx Of Wi th1n-School Correlations^ and Associated Means and 
Individual -Level Analysis of School Productivity Processes (N^3 
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Table 5. 


Within-School Analysis of Stati 
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a) Hetric regression coefficients reported in parentheses. Asterisks indilate coefficient equal to or'Seater 
„^tha|. twice its standard error, ^ . ' ' 
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